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Up to 33% of women experience sexual aggression 
prior to or during college enrollment.
Women who experience sexual aggression are at risk 
for future sexual aggression.
Sexual aggression results in negative psychological, 
emotional, and physical consequences.
Women often do not label their experiences as being 
rape even when the legal criteria for rape are met.
To date, a full ecological model has not been used to 
predict the labeling decision.
Koss, Gidycz, and Wisniewski (1985) 
• First major national study; 3,187 participants in 
sample; used Sexual Experiences Survey
• Rape or attempted rape
• 27% (n = 876) since the age of 14
• 17% (n = 530) in past 12 months
• Other types of SA
• 26% (n = 838) since the age of 14
• 17% (n = 530) in past 12 months
• Criticized and accused of overestimating the 
prevalence of rape
Subsequent studies improved upon methodology.
Overall, between 3% and 33% of women experience 
some type of SA prior to or during college enrollment.
After an incident of SA, a woman must decide how to 
interpret the event.
Most women do not label SA as being rape, even when 
the criteria for rape are met.
Women do not tend to label non-rape incidents as 
being rape.
When given options, women are likely to label rape as 
a miscommunication, not a crime, or a crime other 
than rape.
The Ecological Model and Labeling SA Sample and Methods
Application of an Ecological Model to Labeling Sexual Aggression
2014
Dr. Wendy Perkins, Assistant Professor of Criminal Justice, Urbana University
Overview
Labeling Sexual Aggression
Prevalence of Sexual Aggression
Developed by Bronfrenbrenner (1979) as a way to study child 
development
• Life events are influenced by many factors
• These factors can be categorized into levels, which interact 
with each other
Advanced by Belsky (1980) to study child maltreatment
Heise (1998) proposed that the ecological model can be used to 
study violence against women.
Has been used in several studies to organize/research sexual 
aggression
Has never been used in its entirety to examine the labeling 
decision
Current ecological model based upon Heise (1998) and the 
World Health Organization (2002); variables included in present 
analysis
• Individual Level
• Psychological well being/stress
• Previous SA
• Expectation of SA
• Situational level
• Relationship with offender
• Who initiated contact 
• Why were they together
• Where incident occurred
• Substance use by man or woman
• Who paid for expenses
• Was offender a student
• Relationship Level





• Acceptance of male heterosexual violence
• Traditional attitudes toward women
Adapted from Heise (1998) and WHO (2002)
Results, cont’d
Individual Situational Relationship         Community   Societal 
Two samples, both mostly white, single, age 20
• Sample 1: N = 156, 35 labelers, 121 non-labelers
• Sample 2: N = 199, 78 labelers, 121 non-labelers
Experiences with sexual aggression were measured using the 
Sexual Experiences Survey.
DV – Have you ever been raped? (0 = no, 1 = yes)
IVs – All measured dichotomously (0 = no, 1 = yes) except for 
expectation of SA, psychological well being/distress, and societal 
level variables (scale variables)
Research Question: Does the ecological model predict the 
labeling of experiences with sexual aggression as being rape?
Statistical Analysis: Logistic regression
Prevalence of Sexual Aggression and Labeling
Multivariate Analysis Part 1 – Full Models
Sample One (N =156) Sample Two (N= 199)
SES classification (SES question 












No sexual contact 0 0 0 0 5 (6%) 5 (3%)
Consensual contact (1) 0 0 0 0 38 (49%) 38 (19%)
Unwanted sexual contact (2, 3, 
4)
36 (30%) 6 (17%) 42 (27%) 36 (30%) 6 (7%) 42 (21%)
Attempted rape (5, 6) 61 (50%) 15 (43%) 76 (48%) 61 (50%) 15 (19%) 76 (38%)
Verbal coercion (7, 8) 14 (12%) 1 (3%) 15 (10%) 14 (12%) 1 (1%) 15 (8%)
Rape (9, 10, 11) 10 (8%) 13 (37%) 23 (15%) 10 (8%) 13 (17%) 23 (12%)
Total 121 35 156 121 78 199
Sample 1 - 35 Labelers Sample 2 - 78 Labelers
Significant Variable B                S.E.     Odds Ratio            B              S.E.         Odds Ratio
Individual Level
Prior SA 1.214* .891 3.367
Psychological stress .590* .424 1.804 .565** .332 1.759
Expectation of SA .259** .155 1.296
Situational Level
On a date -.805* .627 .447
Mutual Agreement -1.338*** .612 .262 -.889*** .443 .411
Man Paid -1.133*** .578 .322 -1.023*** .423 .359
Relationship Level
Know a victim 1.121*** .527 3.068
Community Level
Tell anyone .807* .578 2.242 .818*** .395 2.266
Societal Level
Accept male violence .646* .436 1.908
Accept chivalry -.469** .282 .626










Multivariate Analysis Part 2 – Reduced Models
Most women do not label non-rape incidents as being rape.
Most women do not label rape incidents as being rape.
Individual level
• Higher levels of psychological distress predicted labeling in 
both samples in the full regression models and remained 
significant in the reduced model for Sample 1.
• Higher expectation of sexual aggression predicted labeling in 
the full regression model for Sample 1.
Situational level
• Being together because of mutual agreement and the man 
paying for expenses were negatively related to labeling in the 
full regression models for both samples. 
• These variables remained significant in both reduced models.
Relationship level 
• Knowing someone who has experienced SA predicted labeling 
in Sample 1.
Community level 
• Disclosure of the incident was positively related to labeling in 
the full regression models for both samples.
• Disclosure remained significant in the reduced model for 
Sample 2.
Societal level
• Accepting gender stereotypes was negatively related to 
labeling in the full model for Sample 1.
• Disagreeing with male violence increased the likelihood of 
labeling in the full model for Sample 2.
• Agreeing with chivalry reduced the likelihood of labeling in 
the full model for Sample 2.
Future research
• Data collection with information collected at all levels of the 
ecological model.
• Determine how societal beliefs might influence a person’s 
interpretation of sexual aggression.
Sample 1 - 35 Labelers Sample 2 - 78 Labelers
Variables B S.E. Sig.
Odds 




Psychological stress .559*** .259 .031 1.749 .247 .208 .236 1.280
Situational Level
Mutual agreement -1.155*** .452 .011 .315 -1.128***** .338 .001 .324
Man paid -.914** .468 .051 .401 -.673** .380 .076 .510
Community Level
Tell someone .490 .443 .269 1.632 .853*** .334 .011 2.346
-2 Log Likelihood
Model χ2
Nagelkerke R2
147.449
18.650***
.17
240.096
26.411*****
.17
Discussion
Results
